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The Zhang Yimou Model1

Tonglin Lu
The paradox of phallocentrism in all its
manifestations is that it depends on the image of
the castrated woman to give order and meaning
to its world. An idea of woman stands as a
linchpin to the system: it is her lack that
produces the phallus as a symbolic presence, it
is her desire to make good the lack that the
phallus signifies. (Mulvey 1989: 14)

During the 1980’s and 1990’s ，Chinese cinema has
become relatively popular among western filmgoers, especially
critics. Chinese film s won various prestigious awards at
international festivals. At the same time, the so-called Chinese
cinema includes three regional cinemas, which are fairly
independent from one another, namely, mainland Chinese,
Taiwanese, and Hong Kong cinemas. The most internationally
recognized filmmakers, those of the “Fifth Generation，
’’ emerged
on the mainland with two films: One and Eight (Yige he bage),
directed by Zhang Junzhao, and its better-known close follower,
Yellow Earth {Huang tudi), by Chen Kaige. Both films, made in
1984, stunned audiences with their ambitious experimentations.
The young directors grouped under the ambiguous label “Fifth
G eneration”2 were born in the 1950’s, and were mostly
graduates from the first post-Cultural Revolution class at the
Beijing Film Institute.
One may divide their development roughly into two major
stages. The first stage can be characterized as experimental.
During the early 1980’s，China started opening up economically,
1 I would like to thank Zhang Yiwu for his insights on this subject.
2 See a comprehensive description of this term by Zhang
Xudong (Zhang 1997: 215-31).
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culturally, and also to a certain extent, politically. At the same
time, since studios were still owned by the government,
filmmakers did not need to worry much about box office success.
Enjoying a brief moment of the best of two worlds, the Fifth
Generation directors made a significant number of highly
experimental and artistically refreshing, even shocking, films,
such as On the Hunting Ground (Liechang zhasa, 1985) and
King of Children (Haizi wang, 1987). The second stage can be
understood in terms of the Zhang Yimou model. I should first
emphasize that films following this model have never been
mainstream in the Chinese market—in fact they only represent a
very small number of the films made in China. However, this
model has been predominant in the international market to the
extent that one can say that most Chinese films imported to the
States followed this model to some degree during the early
1990's. Moreover, a number of well-known Fifth-Generation
filmmakers, such as Chen Kaige, Li Shaohong, Huang Jianxin,
and Zhou Xiaowen，followed this model during the late 1980’s
and earlier 1990's in one or several films.
Since China's economy has become increasingly marketoriented, box office success has understandably become a
predominant concern for any filmmaker. At the same time, due
to the Tiananmen incident in 1989, censorship in film production
has also intensified. Some internationally established mainland
directors, such as Zhang Yimou and Chen Kaige, obtained
financial support from multinational corporations. Although in this
way they could avoid state censorship in China, these
filmmakers were then enslaved by the box office demand of an
international market, due to their financial responsibility toward
their multinational investors. Among these directors, Zhang
Yimou is the most successful in reaching global audiences,
partly thanks to his unusually keen marketing sensibility. Based
on the international success of his first film, Red Sorghum (Hong
gaolian, awarded a Golden Bear prize in Berlin in 1987), Zhang
developed and perfected a model in his next two movies: Judou
(1990) and Raise the Red Lantern (Da hong denglong gao gao
gua, made in 1991 and nominated for an Oscar in 1992). His
third film, Raise the Red Lantern, can even be considered the
most telling example of this model. But interestingly, while some
other Mainland and Taiwan filmmakers followed his model,
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Zhang later shifted his attention to the Chinese market. His
recent film of urban life, Take ft Easy (You hua haohao shuo,
1996), which focuses on alienation in the modern city, was an
instant hit in China. Ironically, unlike his previous films of rural
life, which were much less popular in his native land, this film
has hardly ever been mentioned by western critics.

有話好好說

W ho Plays the Role of a Hollywood Showgirl?

In order to examine how the mechanism works in this
model, it will be helpful to start by analyzing Raise the Red
Lantern and looking at how it differs from Su Tong^ popular
novella "Wives and Concubines,1 (Qiqie chengqun), on which it
was based. The most important additions are ritualistic practices,
such as foot massaging, ordering dishes at the family dining
table, and lantern raising_ the last ritual in fact gives the film its
name. All these bizarre rituals are privileges reserved for the
woman with whom the master has chosen to spend the night. As
a result, they all have sexual implications—contingent on the
master's bestowal of sexual favors. Such rituals, which the film
invented from scratch, are portrayed as originating in the
“ancestors’ rules,” although they are just as exotic for Chinese
audiences as for western ones. Some changes made to Su
Tong's story mainly are aimed to create visual effects. The third
wife, for example, decorates her bedroom with gigantic colorful
masks of Peking Opera characters—supposedly because of her
former profession as an opera singer. As a matter of fact, these
masks existed neither in Su Tong’s story nor in China of the
1930’s. Even in contemporary China, the only place to find them
is an expensive souvenir store reserved for foreign tourists.
The rest of the film follows more or less the story line of Su
Tong’s novella. A rich man in his late fifties lives with four wives.
Among them, the newly acquired fourth wife played by Gong Li,
and the third wife, a Chinese opera singer, are particularly
attractive. The film is about the conflicts among these wives,
competing for the master’s sexual favor. At the beginning, Gong
Li, as the youngest and the newest，monopolizes the master’s
favor, until she seriously offends him because of her
temperamental behavior. In order to make sure her position is
secure, she pretends to be pregnant. Not surprisingly, the
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master discovers the truth, and Gong Li loses his favor for good.
In an intoxicated state she also reveals the third wife’s affair with
the family doctor. At the end of the film, Gong Li witnesses the
execution of the third wife by chance and loses her sanity as a
result.
The luxurious but prisonlike mansion, shot from a bird'seye view, serves as the most important setting for the film. Ever
since Gong Li walks into this courtyard as a newlywed at the
very beginning of the film, not a single shot is taken from outside
it. As a product of strictly traditional Chinese aesthetics, and
because of the overwhelming majority of female inhabitants, this
setting represents China as an exotic and feminized Other in its
restrictions, oppression, and closure. Through this filmic
metaphor, China is doubly feminized, because its oppression is
further exclusively registered on the female body. This body,
which represents lack not only in terms of gender but also in
terms of nation, exemplifies cultural and sexual difference. The
double lack provides an empty signifier to the phallus—as
Mulvey stated in her essay (Mulvey 1989: 14)—but in this case a
culturally specified western phallus. In fact, the phallus, in this
context, functions more as a cultural symbol than as a gendered
one, since the sexuality of the Chinese male protagonist in this
film is expressed only in an abstract, voyeuristic, if not gender
neutral, form. At the same time, this signifier is beautified by the
ritualistic elements like the lanterns, foot massage, and huge
Chinese opera masks. In order to make the difference more
striking, all the rituals are invented—as signifiers of Chineseness
for an international audience. Precisely because they have no
reference point whatsoever in Chinese culture, these rituals
function even more effectively as visual signs of pure
difference—without any humanly understandable logic that may
diminish the clear-cut Otherness.
Mulvey states succinctly:
Traditionally, the woman displayed has functioned on two levels:
as erotic object for the characters within the screen story, and as
erotic object for the spectator within the auditorium, with a
shifting tension between the looks on either side of the screen.
For instance, the device of the showgirl allows the two looks to
be unified technically without any apparent break in the diegesis.
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A woman performs within the narrative; the gaze of the spectator
and that of the male characters in the film are neatly combined
without breaking narrative verisimilitude. For a moment the
sexual impact of the performing woman takes the film into a noman^ land outside its own time and space. (Mulvey 1989: 19)

At first glance, the two young wives of the male protagonist
in Raise the Red Lantern are the only ones fulfilling the functions
of a showgirl in a Hollywood movie. The third wife constantly
sings Chinese operas while performing traditional dances,
whereas thanks to her com m odified image w ithin an
international market, Gong Li as the fourth wife becomes quite a
spectacle herself simply through close-ups, a trademark of all of
Zhang's early films. To a large extent, the two erotic objects, one
for the character— namely, the Chinese male protagonist
himself—and the other for the spectators, are fused, since the
protagonist only plays an abstract role. During the entire film, the
audiences never see his face. Even his voice sounds
disembodied and abstract. The shots of his back (never of his
face), usually in soft focus, bring the audiences inside the movie
and allow their gaze to concentrate exclusively on the object of
visual pleasure—namely, the female protagonist. The gazing
protagonist no longer poses as a mediator between the camera
eye and the object. As a result, the looks on- and off-screen
become virtually identical—and not only at the moment that a
woman performs, since she is forever a spectacle, even for her
only potential sexual partner.
Moreover, the protagonist's presence in his wives'
courtyards is always marked by highly striking visual ritual
elements: red lanterns as shining symbols of his presence and
foot massage as an erotic symbol of his masculine power. In Su
Tong's novella, the female protagonist never fakes pregnancy.
She is banished mainly because in an intoxicated state she
kisses her master publicly in the course of his birthday banquet.
In other words, she is punished due to her “indecent” or openly
sexual behavior. Unlike the original work, and contrary to the
Chinese tradition in which sexuality has never been publicly
celebrated, in this film sexuality takes on an exhibitionist
dimension through its visual symbols. The protagonist is no
longer an Other with whom a spectator can identify, since he
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himself becomes simply one of the spectators for the visual
symbols of his own sexual activities. He keeps asking the
heroine to show herself to him—under the light, in the mirror, or
on the bed. At his request, Gong Li turns to the camera and
poses for her typical close-ups—not for him, but directly for the
audience, since his gaze is forever absent on the screen.
Because his sexuality is reduced to visual symbols which he
himself watches as his only act of participation on screen,
anyone off-screen who watches these symbols—red lanterns,
foot massage, Gong Li's close-ups, or Chinese opera scenes—
is already participating in his sexuality. In the final analysis, the
male Chinese protagonist is also feminized or emptied to give
way to the free play of fantasy of the audience, the members of
which are gendered as male and cultured as non-Chinese, or
more specifically, as westerners. Consequently, the interplay of
an objectified difference and a virtually unmediated identification
allows an international audience to enjoy almost unlimited
sexual fantasy without feeling threatened by a potential return to
the real, the traumatic moment, or the castration complex
(Mulvey 1989: 19).
Partly due to the seemingly unchallenged confinement and
isolation provided by the exotic Chinese courtyard, and
regardless of how much one can enjoy his fantasy, the world in
the film turns into an eternal “no-man’s land” （
Mulvey 1989: 19)_
In other words, audiences can fully possess in their fantasy
these oppressed Chinese female bodies in visual terms,
inasmuch as the sexual is equivalent to the visual in this film. At
the same time, since these erotic objects are marked by
irreducible cultural differences signaled by the dehumanizing
rituals, western audiences do not need to feel threatened by
their sameness. They will never be troubled by the lack of these
completely alien objects, no matter how attracted they are to
their female beauty. The character that Gong Li plays says to the
opera singer in the film: "In this courtyard, human beings look
like dogs, cats, or pigs, but never like human beings." On the
one hand, this statement reinforces the objectified position of the
characters, since their only field of action in the film is the
courtyard. On the other hand, by changing the subject of the
original sentence in Su Tong's novella, ^women" (nuren) (Su
Tong 1990: 197)，to the gender neutra丨term，“human beings”
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(ren), the film also indirectly pays homage to the western
tradition of humanism. The new term reassures Gong Li's
multinational audiences of her irreducible difference— her
difference from a "human being" living in the west. For western
audiences, she is safer than the visual spectacle of a Hollywood
showgirl, since as a Chinese woman she is doubly feminized.
Furthermore, Gong Li and the other concubines are not
the only showgirls in this endless ritualistic performance. To an
extent that the male protagonist is endowed with a ritualized
femininity, symbolically represented by the foot massage and red
lanterns, one can say that, metaphorically, he is also a
Hollywood showgirl. In the final analysis, rituals also replace his
much less attractive physical presence on screen. In this
context, the invention of rituals kills two birds with one stone. On
the one hand, it makes the Chinese male protagonist less
present or less real, and thus less threatening to the audience,
since he can no longer remind them of their lack through his
potential similarity with them. On the other hand, his unattractive
appearance, when replaced by glamorously exotic and ritualistic
activities, becomes embellished; it gains a showy quality
metonymically. These activities ultimately qualify him for
appearance in a showgirl’s Hollywood. Furthermore, even his
servant, who lights lanterns every night, performs a stage walk
each time he appears on the screen, accompanied by music of
traditional Chinese operas.
Rey Chow insightfully states:
A look at Chinese literary history would suggest that these
traditionalists are, literally, right: Chinese history has been a
history of men who want to become women. In the past, male
authors adopted women’s voices and wrote in “feminine” styles;
in the modern period, male authors are fascinated by women as
a new kind of literary as well as social “content.” We may
therefore argue that it is in the sense of men preempting
women's place as the minor (vis-a-vis both tradition and the
west) and claiming that place for themselves that the "Chinese
woman,” to use Mao Zedong’s words to Andr6 Malraux，“doesn’t
yet exist.” Chinese women are, in terms of the structure of
discourse, a kind of minor of the minor, the other to the woman
that is Chinese man. (Chow 1993: 110-11)
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As “the minor of the minor，
” the Chinese woman is to a
large extent an empty signifier. This signifier can be used as
male authors1 alter ego, to express their frustration in regard to
their own social conditions. In certain types of classical Chinese
poetry, for example, the male poet took the voice of a woman in
lamentation.3 This signifier also can be used to voice their
iconoclastic ideological stance against the evils of traditional
society, as in May Fourth and later socialist realism.4 This
signifier can be made to signal progress made in the new
society, as in some socialist realist films during the 1960's and
1970’s where the female protagonist often takes a most
progressive and revolutionary stance. In all these literary and
artistic practices, apparently we hear women's voices. In reality,
we hear men’s voices speaking and pretending to be women’s.
Therefore, there exists a tradition of Chinese male authors
taking women’s places in order to feminize and marginalize
themselves. However, to feminize Chinese men for financial gain
in a global market is no doubt what’s new in the Zhang Yimou
model, although the tradition of its predecessors, that of taking
the position of minor vis-a-vis the west, has certainly facilitated
this invention. Since traditionally male Chinese authors have
been accustomed to taking the position of their opposite sex to
achieve some lofty goals, it seems rather logical that
occasionally they can also, with resignation, do the same for far
less lofty goals. In this case, they seduce their global audiences,
and hence their multinational bosses, with their (sexual or
cultural?) appeal—by staging their own Otherness.
T h e S u b je c t Presum ed to E n jo y and th e S u b je c t
Presumed to Suffer

The first shot in Raise the Red Lantern is a close-up of
Gong Li’s suffering face_ According to her conversation with her
stepm other’s voice-over，after three days and nights of
persuasion, Gong Li has finally accepted her stepmother’s
proposal to become the concubine of a rich old man. Her father
has just committed suicide due to financial hardship. This long
3See for example, Kang-i Sun Chang (1980).
4 On this subject, see Meng Yue and Dai Jinhua (1989), Chow
(1991), and Lu (1993).
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take ends with another close up of her face bathed in tears.
Similarly, one of the most clearly voyeuristic scenes in the film
also ends with Gong Li's tear-stained face—reflected in a mirror.
As ordered by her master during the wedding night, Gong Li lifts
a red lantern to show her face directly to the audience (although
apparently to the invisible master). In the middle of the same
night, her husband has to abandon her in order to visit the third
wife, the former opera singer, who claims to be seriously ill. Left
alone in her wedding room, Gong Li repeats the same gesture
previously demanded by her master in front of a mirror. Under
the red lantern, her face is again covered with tears. In both
cases, Gong Li's showy quality is closely associated with her
suffering, which is of a sexual nature.
The seemingly luxurious household is also full of sadness.
Servants are located at the bottom of the hierarchy in this
mansion. A servant's transgression of one of the rules set by
unspecified “ancestors” may lead to deadly punishment，as in
the case of Yan’er，Gong Li’s jealous maid. To an extent，the
fates of the four wives, reduced to competing for the sexual
favors of one aged master, appear no less pathetic than those of
their servants. They are bound to be sexually and emotionally
frustrated one way or another. However, the more beautiful a
woman is, the more tragic her fate will be. At the end of the film,
the talented opera singer is brutally murdered and beautiful
Gong Li is driven mad. Yan’er comes to a tragic end in part
because she is supposedly the most beautiful servant, the one
with whom the m aster has chosen to have an affair.
Furthermore, each character seems to acquire his or her showy
quality at the price of his or her happiness. Yan’er loses her life
precisely because she illicitly repeats Gong Li's showy gesture
during her wedding night, stealthily raising the red lantern in her
own corner. This transgression of one of the ancestors1, rules
leads to her punishment in accordance with another of the rules:
Yan’er must kneel on snowy ground overnight—accompanied by
dramatic Peking Opera music.
Even the master himself falls into the same pattern. His
so-called sexuality is com pletely constructed of visual
elements_ the raising of the red lantern, foot massaging, and
the showing off of his concubine’s beauty to off-screen
audiences—and he himself is portrayed as sexually unfulfilled.
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Despite the number of women apparently at his disposal, his
only function consists of running from one to another of his
wives* corners，almost as an invisible shadow of the camera’s
eye, in order to bring visual pleasure to his audience. To this
extent, visual pleasure for audiences in this film largely derives
from the characters', endless suffering, which often is of a sexual
nature. One can say that the realm of pleasure only belongs to
the off-screen world, beyond the gigantic prisonlike courtyard.
This courtyard, shot repeatedly from an oppressive bird's-eye
view, is also a metaphor for Chinese society—like Lu Xun's wellknown metaphor of the iron house at the beginning of the
century. In other words, the realms of pleasure and suffering are
not only divided spatially—on-screen and off-screen—but also
culturally—western and Chinese.
Within the world of Raise the Red Lantern, gender
difference, or for that matter any difference, tends to become
less significant, overwhelmed by the various characters5,
commonalities, namely, exoticism, femininity, and lack. All these
common denominators contribute to creating the image of a
backward China, responsible for a commonly shared
victimization, facing the condescending gaze of a progressive
west. To this extent, one can also say that China as a cultural
icon has been staged as a Hollywood showgirl, representing a
cultural lack which allows a western viewing subject to
accomplish a suture within his own culture. Its showy quality is
closely associated with suffering, which offers visual pleasure to
audiences supposedly outside the confinement of the courtyard,
the metaphoric prison of traditional Chinese culture. As a result,
the film creates an illusion that suffering is an exclusive property
of the Chinese subject in his or her confinement, a subject
presumed to suffer par excellence, since suffering originates
from the deficiency of his or her backward cultural environment.
By contrast, the western subject occupies the position of the
subject presumed to enjoy, through a refraction of the admiring
gaze of the cultural Other.
之j之
ek explains:
His (the subject presumed to enjoy) role is fundamental in
obsessional neurosis: for the obsessional neurotic the traumatic
point is the supposed existence, in the other, of an
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insupportable, limitless, horrifying jouissance; the stake of all his
fran tic activity is to protect, to save the Other from his
puissance, even at the price of destroying him or her (saving the
woman from her corruption, for example). Again, this subject
does not have to exist effectively: to produce his effects, it is
enough for others to presume that he exists. This supposed
jouissance is one of the key components of racism: the Other
(Jew, Arab, Negro) is always presumed to have access to some
specific enjoyment, and that is what really bothers us. (Zizek
1989: 186-87)

To a great extent, the existence of the unrepressed westerner
with his unlimited sexual power in the imaginary of Chinese
modernist intellectuals is also "one of the key components of
racism" in China. This image suggests a fantasized difference,
which has become the implied basis of an imaginary cultural
hierarchy. In Chinese history, any ethnic group different from the
Han Chinese has been considered ltbarbarian,J (fan or hu). Since
the Song Dynasty, under the influences of Zhu Xi's neoConfucianism, the term "barbarian" has increasingly taken on a
negative connotation in a clear-cut division between us and the
Other. Initially, westerners were also mainly perceived as
barbarians by the Qing government, forced to kneel down in
front of the emperor of the central kingdom. However, China's
defeat during the two opium wars provided proof that these
“barbarians” were different, thanks to their superior military,
technological, scientific, and economic power. Western military
and economic superiority has endowed their fantasized
difference of unlimited sexual power with new meanings; it
signifies no longer just primitivism—as in the case of other
“barbarians,” who had previously encountered Chinese
civilization—but rather cultural excellence. Although primitivism
or barbarism has always been there as an implied subtext, this
image is also associated with another fantasized difference: like
its unrestrained individuals, western society is free, democratic,
and rational in opposition to oppressive, repressive, and
totalitarian China. In other words, sexual freedom is not simply
symptomatic of a lack of “civilization”
；to a certain extent it is the
product of a freer and more rational civilization. At the same
time, the implied subtext of barbarism in this image has never
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been completely absent, since in the final analysis sexual
freedom cannot escape an implicit or explicit association with
moral decadence, despite its liberating association with
individualism. However, unlike the westerner facing the inferior
cultural Other as that which he is presumed to enjoy, the
Chinese weakened by his civilization cannot claim to save his
western Other who is presumed to enjoy from his jouissance,
since this jouissance has been rationalized by a scientific and
democratic social order. In the end, this order makes their
civilization more powerful, regardless of how “primitive” it could
be to start with. Instead, the Chinese needs to learn from the
westerner's jouissance, since it has become the path of access
to western cultural treasures, such as individualism, democracy,
and freedom.
In short, free love in the west, for its Chinese admirers,
reveals the rational social order of the west, of which China is
deprived. In other words, sexual repression becomes
symptomatic of China's lack of western democracy and rational
social order. As a result, a Chinese subject is presumed to suffer
in his deprivation, victimization, or minor position. Ingeniously,
Zhang Yimou turned this imaginary position of the Chinese
subject presumed to suffer into a commodified object of the
western gaze. The interchange of imaginary gazes between the
Chinese subject presumed to suffer on-screen and the western
subject presumed to enjoy off-screen allows the latter to achieve
a cultural suture. Naturally, this cultural suture cannot be
accomplished without the discourse of modernism in China,
thanks to which the west occupies an imaginary subject
position—free of oppression, repression, and discontent.
The Zhang Yimou M odel

As we can see from this analysis, striking visual effects, as
well as an artificially maintained distance between Chinese
characters and their potential western audiences, contribute to
the international success of Raise the Red Lantern. This
difference becomes a trademark of the Zhang Yimou model.
One can say that Zhang developed his model by reinforcing this
difference throughout his first two movies, Red Sorghum and
Judou, and it reached perfection in his third film, Raise the Red
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Lantern. During the early 1990's, films made in accordance with
the Zhang Yimou model generally use three similar strategies:
First, the protagonist(s) must be a young woman (or
several women). Just like Gong Li in Raise the Red Lantern, this
young beauty is badly oppressed by some strange tradition of
feudal China. Her oppression is often of a sexual nature, and
she is involved in some kind of undesirable, if not unwanted,
sexual relations. She may be the concubine or wife of an
impotent husband, who is usually old and ugly (like the master in
Raise the Red Lantern), a prostitute (as in Red Dust
[Hongchen] and Red Powder [Hong fen]), a widow (Wukui), a
childbride (in A Girl From Hunan [Xiang nu Xiaoxiao]), or
destined to celibacy for her family's sake (in Red Firecracker,
Green Firecracker [Pao da shuang deng]). In short, she is
sexually deprived, physically abused, and spatially confined.
Moreover, the more a woman is oppressed, the more beautiful
and desirable she looks. Even in her death or while being
tortured, the beautiful heroine always looks as if she had just
returned from a high-class beauty salon.
Secondly, one factor that is particularly striking in Raise
the Red Lantern is the film's tendency to create numerous
pseudo-traditional Chinese rituals from scratch. Almost all the
films in this model tend to create their own “traditional rituals，
”
competing with each other by virtue of the exotic nature of their
creations. In most cases, they are associated with women and
sexuality. Sometimes, they may be visually enticing or intriguing,
like lantern-raising in Raise the Red Lantern, the firecracker
competition in Red Firecracker, Green Firecracker, and the
supposedly traditional wedding ceremony in which a male
servant carries his master’s bride on his shoulders through a
dangerous desert in Wukui. Sometimes they may also be
sadistic, as in the case of the third wife’s execution after the
discovery of her adultery in Raise the Red Lantern. In Wukui, for
example, the female protagonist (a young widow) is crippled
according to the “ancestors’ rules” for punishing unchaste
women, simply because she flirted with Wukui, a servant.
Sometimes, these rituals can be both visually striking and
physically shocking. In Red Firecracker, Green Firecracker, the
male protagonist loses his manhood in a firecracker
competition—a ritual he is to follow so that he may win the hand
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of his lover, the sole heiress of the family manufacturing
firecrackers. The unfortunate suitor is required to ignite powerful
firecrackers under his legs during the climax of the competition.
Thirdly, seven decades ago, Lu Xun, a prominent May
Fourth writer, compared China to an iron house without any
windows or doors. In this house, people sleep and wait for death
by suffocation while they dream. In Raise the Red Lantern, the
courtyard in which the master’s four wives and their numerous
servants are confined is shrouded in the same kind of prisonlike
atmosphere. As Gong Li succinctly points out, people living in
this courtyard are like cats, dogs, and pigs, but not at all like
human beings. To a large extent, the traditional courtyard in the
Zhang Yimou model functions like Lu Xun’s iron house as a
metaphor for China, since it traps and confines the female
protagonist. This courtyard may be used as a wine workshop
(Red Sorghum), a dyehouse (Judou), or, more often, a luxurious
mansion (Raise the Red Lantern, Red Firecracker, Green
Firecracker, Wukui, and Temptress Moon [Fengyue]). Whatever
this courtyard may be, the female protagonist, despite her
efforts, cannot escape from this confining space, except at the
expense of her life.
Many other similar films fit the same pattern: Big Miller (Da
mofang) (1990) directed by Wu Ziniu, Woman Sesame Oil
Maker {Xianghun nu) (1990) by Xie Fei, After Second Husband
Died (Douhua nu) (1992) by Chen Zhuhuang, A Distant Place
(Zaina yaoyuan de difan) (1993) by Teng Wenji, Red Powder
(1994) by Li Shaohong, and Xiunu (1995) by an unknown
Xinjiang director. I watched almost all of these films at one of the
cinemas in San Francisco. Interestingly, although this model only
applies to a limited number of Chinese films, they are almost the
only ones available to the public in the states.
Women’s Oppression

Among these three elements, women's oppression plays a
pivotal role, partly because it can provide visual pleasure while
pointing out the oppressive nature of Chinese society. As a
matter of fact, there is nothing new about this theme. The
problem of women’s oppression has held center stage from the
very beginning of Chinese film history. In the course of it, images
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of women as the oppressed and the deprived have changed in
accordance with different ideological needs. During the May
Fourth period, women were portrayed by left-wing filmmakers as
powerless and often speechless objects on whose bodies the
evils of traditional society are registered, despite—or because
of—their physical and moral beauty. A case in point is the selfsacrificial mother who tries to provide her son with an education
through prostitution in Goddess (Shennu, 1935). The socialist
realist tradition during the 1950’s and 1960’s inherited the
images of oppressed women from the May Fourth tradition.
However, the previously speechless victim can now shout
revolutionary slogans against her oppressor—namely, traditional
China—under the strict guidance of her Communist, patriarchal
savior. The White-Haired Girl (Bai mao nu, 1950) perfectly
exemplifies this salvation process. Raped by the landlord, the
heroine escapes to the mountains in order to survive. Due to
malnutrition, her hair turns white and she looks like a ghost. At
the end, her fiance returns as a Communist soldier with the
revolutionary army and rescues her from class oppression.
During the 1980’s and 1990’s，images of women’s oppression，
created with the financial and technical support of multinational
corporations，have become a salable symbol of China’s evil
tradition in a global market, as in the Zhang Yimou model.
Nevertheless, women's oppression, as one of the most
powerful symbols of the discourse of modernity in China, is no
longer used to support a demand for a radical change at an
ideological level for Chinese audiences, as it was for previous
generations. Turned into commodified images in a global
market，women’s oppression has become the symbol of China’s
Otherness. Ironically, this removal from the ideological to the
commercial domain in the Zhang Yimou model has been
successful in the west not because of cultural differences—as
suggested by this model—but rather because of the similarly
patriarchal nature of western society. On the one hand, located
in a conventional system of visual pleasure predominant in
Hollywood movies, the oppressed Chinese woman first of all
functions as the object of a (western) male gaze (Mulvey 1989:
23). Because oppression in this context becomes exotic—it
belongs to the other culture—oppression itself almost has a
decorative dimension in relation to female beauty. Since the
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cause of suffering can be attributed to cultural difference, one
can look at the oppressive act from a predominantly aesthetic
point of view—without emotional involvement or identification.
This may partly explain why in this model the more a woman is
oppressed, the more beautiful she looks. On the other hand, if
these commodified cultural products easily find their audiences
in the west, this is partly because the discourse of modernism in
China also repeats certain cliches of Orientalism in the west. In
Zhang's model, the Oriental looks at his own culture from a
vantage point refracted by the imaginary gaze of his superior
western counterpart. Chen Kaige in his Temptress Moon, for
example, often borrows and reappropriates B ertolucci’s
perspective in Last Emperor, the O rientalist vision par
excellence (Chow 1998: 13).
The May Fourth movement at the beginning of the century,
socialist realism in the middle, and the Zhang Yimou model at
the end have all been using women’s oppression to express
modernist stances. However, in the first two cases, since the
goal is straightforwardly ideological, and the value system is
idealized at an abstract level as the product of a radical
imagination, such a system does not need to be tested by social
reality in the west. In the last case, because the main concern is
commercial, the west becomes much more tangible, bolstered
by the financial support of multinational corporations and the
fascinated gaze of global audiences. Consequently, in the Zhang
Yimou model, women’s oppression needs to put on a much
more attractive appearance than it needs to be in ideological or
political propaganda. Using the advanced technology provided
by multinational bosses and internationally recognized stars,
especially female stars, films in this model have succeeded in
different degrees in making the old revolutionary theme an
attractive commodity for global audiences.
Toward a Global M arket Economy

Zizek describes the situation in his native Sarajevo:
The unbearable is not the difference. The unbearable is the fact
that in a sense there is no difference: there are no exotic
bloodthirsty “Balkanians” in Sarajevo, just normal citizens like us.
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The moment we take full note of this fact, the frontier that
separates “us” from “them” is exposed in all its arbitrariness, and
we are forced to renounce the safe distance of external
observers: as in a Moebius band, the part and the whole
coincide, so that it is no longer possible to draw a clear and
unambiguous line of separation between us who live in a “true”
peace and the residents of Sarajevo who pretend as far as
possible that they are living in peace—we are forced to admit
that in a sense we also imitate peace, live in the fiction of peace.
(Zizek1994:2)

During the 1990’s, China has increasingly moved toward the
global market economy. The west is no longer an unreachable
symbol for Chinese intellectuals, but a part of their daily life,
thanks to MTV, Hollywood movies, high-tech products, luxury
goods, and the establishment of branches of multinational
corporations in China. The flow of capital and labor force makes
China part of daily life in the global market—even the existence
of the Zhang Yimou model attests to it. This global context
makes China somewhat unfit for the role of a mysterious other.
China's exported goods have filled a global market. By means of
shoes, toys, clothes, gifts, labeled "made in China," China has
also become part of everyday life in the west. Although on the
surface radical intellectuals’，dream of China’s modernization
has never appeared so close to realization, this dream also
increasingly looks to the previously passionate promoters of
modernization like a frightening nightmare. The proximity of the
two worlds makes any further idealization of the west and
mystification of China unsustainable. But precisely because the
foundation of the cultural hierarchy has become increasingly
shaky, the Zhang Yimou model, which reifies the fantasized
difference, has become a highly marketable commodity among
global audiences. By making believe that there is indeed such a
difference, this model contributes to making "what is unbearable"
(Zizek1994: 2)—a lack of hierarchical differentiation between the
two cultures—much more bearable to audiences familiar with
the Orientalist perception of China, at least for a certain period.
Since 1991, Raise the Red Lantern has won prestigious
international awards in Venice, Rome, New York, London, and
other western cities, including an Oscar nomination. The global
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success of Zhang Yimou's films, especially that of Raise the Red
Lantern, has attracted many multinational investors to mainland
China. In 1991, only six films made in mainland China, including
those directed by Taiwan, Hong Kong, and European directors,
had multinational investments. In the following years, this
number doubled. In 1993, about forty films on the mainland were
entirely or partially sponsored by multinational corporations (see
Zhongguo dianying 1995). Moreover, these corporations no
longer limited their investments to the works of a handful of wellknown mainland directors. A number of less well-known
directors, such as He Ping, the director of
F/Vecrac/ce/;
Green Firecracker, also obtained funds from multinational
corporations. Nevertheless, in most cases these corporations
only invested in two kinds of movies: Kung fu movies,
addressing Hong Kong and other Asian audiences, and films
that follow the Zhang Yimou model, catering to the taste of
western audiences. A large percentage of the films mentioned in
this essay were entirely or partially sponsored by multinational
corporations, such as Judou (1990), Raise the Red Lantern
（
1991)，Fareive// My Concub/ne (Sawing We //，1 9 93),尺ed
Firecracker, Green Firecracker (1993), Wukui (1993), and
Temptress Moon (1995). A number of them obtained prestigious
international awards.
With the Opium War of 1840-42, China had its first
experience of the military superiority of the west. Unlike the
nomad invaders of the past, the west not only enjoyed military
superiority, but also had its own complicated social, institutional,
political, ideological, and cultural structures. These structures,
supported by science and technology, have been interpreted by
various generations of Chinese radical intellectuals—including
my own—as expressions of cultural excellence. Consequently,
since the Opium War, radical intellectuals have constantly
viewed their own people, culture, and nation from a perspective
mediated by their knowledge of the west. In other words, their
images of their own people are like a distorted mirror image: the
viewers themselves are included in the reflections, framed by a
westernized and modernized gaze. This gaze grants the viewers
active roles and subject positions. In order to secure this
vantage point, they need to identify their perspective with that of
the powerful west. As a result, the process of analyzing Chinese
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culture has become a constant task of Othering the self—from
the perspective of an imaginary or real west. It goes without
saying that under this kind of scrutiny, China has always been
presented as an Other in the eyes of its own intellectuals,
although this Other often includes the viewing intellectuals
themselves (see Zhang 1997: 167-76).
For example, Lu Xun, the radical May Fourth writer, in his
preface to Call for Arms written more than seven decades ago,
considered himself and a few other comrades the only ones
awake among a sleeping nation confined in a suffocating iron
house. In this case, although he is a member of the sleeping
crowd, his gaze is identical with that of an awakened westerner,
living outside the iron house of China. Interestingly, at the end of
the century, this relationship between China as the object of the
gaze and the Chinese intellectual as the gazing subject, whose
perspective is mediated by the west, has been made marketable
in the global market of cultural production through the Zhang
Yimou model.
Immanuel Wallerstein rightly points out:
The capitalist world-economy is a system built on the endless
accumulation of capital. One of the prime mechanisms that
makes this possible is the commodification of everything. These
commodities flow in a world market in the form of goods, of
capital and of labor-power. Presumably, the freer the flow, the
greater the degree of commodification. Consequently, anything
that restrains the flow is hypothetically counter-indicated.
(Wallerstein 1991: 31)

The Zhang Yimou model is a product of the free flow of goods,
capital, and labor-power in an increasingly globalized Chinese
economy. Just as in other economic sectors, the film industry as
cultural production has also been globalized. Since Chinese
labor is still much cheaper than that of developed countries, the
cost of filmmaking in China is much lower. Usually, a Zhang
Yimou movie, which is far more costly than a normal Chinese
film, costs about one million dollars—which means at the most
one-fiftieth of a typical Hollywood budget. With a relatively
limited amount of money, a talented Chinese director like Zhang
would be able to refine his filmmaking in China. As shoes or toys
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designed by American firms and manufactured in China would
be more competitive in a global market in terms of price,
Chinese movies following the Zhang Yimou model are also
internationally competitive in their own right. They do not need to
be as successful as Hollywood movies in terms of box office
income in order to make the initial investments of multinational
corporations pay off. Similar to the Japan described in Tanizaki’s
Some Prefer Nettles, the pseudo-traditional China portrayed in
the Zhang Yimou model proves how far China has moved
toward becoming part of the global market economy. Frederic
Buell comments on the insightful Japanese novelist: “The result
was a novel that reveals that Yeturn to Japan1was actually, au
fond, a stronger form of Japanese internalization of external
material than was the cosmopolitan, consumerist absorption of
the west Tanizaki suggests in Naomi. At the same time, recovery
of ‘Japanese tradition’ was，in many ways, a more powerful form
of westernization” （
B uelM 994: 52). In fact, the Zhang Yimou
model, which reinvents Chinese tradition for a western gaze,
represents a radical step toward westernization, namely, the
commodification of cultural products in the global market
economy. This reinvention of a tradition is indispensable in a
world that increasingly erases cultural and national boundaries
by means of the free flow of goods, capital, and labor power in a
capitalist global economy. Paradoxically, this reinvention of an
apparently irreducible cultural difference also increases the
capacity of this free flow in the global cultural market through the
commodification of imaginary differences.
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